LIFE IN THE MATH AND THE METROPOLIS.         217
with the Shastras. In this he followed the Rishis of old, penetrated into the true spirit and meaning of the Shastras, and interpreted them by adapting to the need of the times, however radical they might seem, for the good of the race and its religion. The Swami would even have the time-honoured religious institutions and ceremonies strictly observed by the Order. Thus on the occasion of the Shiva-ratri festival, he was pained to see at the time of dinner that no one at the Math had fasted, as is the custom among devout Hindus to do. Seeing Swami Suddhananda come in, a little later, to have his meal, Swamiji asked him if fasting suited with him. On the latter's replying in the affirmative he enjoined him to observe the Shivaratri vratam. But knowing that the disciple was rather of a weakly constitution, he gave him permission to have fruits.
Following upon the ^^panayana ceremony mentioned above, the Sannyasins of the monastery, joining mirth with devotion, secured the person of the Master and arrayed him as Shiva. They put the shell-ear-rings in his ears,                       V
covered his whole body with snowvvhite holy ashes, and on his head they placed a mass of matted hair which reached down to his knee. Then they gave him bracelets of rudrdksha beads, and on his neck they hung a long; rosary of huge rudrdkshas in three rows, and in his left hand they placed the sacred trident. Then they themselves smeared their own bodies with ashes, being helped by Swamiji. "The unspeakable beauty of that form of Swamiji dressed as Shiva", writes the author of 'Dialogues/ "cannot be described ; it is something which has to be seen and realised. Each and all present declared afterwards that they felt as if Shiva Himself was before them in His youthful ascetic form. And Swamiji with the Sannyasins seated round him like so many Bhairavas, or attendants of the Great God, seemed to have brought into living presence the majesty of Kailasa within the precincts of the Math." The Swami himself sang sweetly a hymn to Sri Rama, and inebriated with the name of the Lord went on repeating again and